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ONE

THE LAPEL WATCH on her blouse read half past nine when Katie Russell removed the skates from her boots and dropped them inside the door of the Mercy Falls Telephone Company. She pulled the pins from her Merry Widow hat, then hung it on a rack. Smoothing the sides of her pompadour, she approached the switchboard in the room down the hall. “Has it been busy?” she asked the woman in front of the dangling cords.

Nell Bartlett sat with her stocking feet propped on the railing of the table that supported the switchboard. Her color was high and her voice clear and energetic as she answered a question then disconnected the line. A faint line of discontent lingered between her brows as she eyed Katie. “It’s your shift already?”

Nell was unmarried and still lived with her ailing mother, though she was thirty-five. On the street she dropped her gaze and barely whispered a hello, but in front of the switchboard she came alive. Whenever she entered the office, she removed her hat, let down her hair, and took off her shoes.

“It is indeed,” Katie said, approaching the switchboard. “Has it been busy?”

“Not too bad. I only received three calls last night.” Nell’s tone indicated her displeasure. “But the rings have increased quite nicely this morning.” She rose and stepped away from the seat in front of the switchboard but kept one hand on the top with a proprietary air.

Katie settled herself in the chair and donned the headset. Nell slipped her shoes back on, wound her hair into a bun, then put on her hat. Out of the corner of her eye, Katie watched her scurry from the room, her mousy identity back in place.

Katie peered at the switchboard then forced herself to put on her hated glasses. She nearly groaned when the light came on at her own residence. She plugged in the cord and toggled the switch. “Good morning, Mama.”

Her mother’s voice was full of reproach. “Katie, you left before I could tell you that Mr. Foster called last night while you were out gallivanting at the skating rink.”

Katie bit back the defense that sprang to her lips and kept the excitement from her voice. “What did he say?”

“He asked to speak with your father and they went to the library.”

Such behavior could only mean one thing. Heat flooded Katie’s face. “He asked Papa if he could court me?”

“He did indeed! Now you mind my words, Katie. You could not make a better match than this. You need to quit that ridiculous job and focus on building your social ties.”

Katie opened her mouth then shut it again. Another light flashed on her switchboard. “I must go, Mama. I have another call.” She unplugged the cord over her mother’s objection. Her parents didn’t understand how important this job was to her. She thrust the cord into the receptor. “Operator,” she said.

“Fire! There’s a fire,” the man on the other end gasped.

Katie glanced more closely at the board, and her muscles clenched.

The orphanage. “I’ll call the fire department, Mr. Gleason. Get the children out!” She unplugged and rang the fire station with trembling hands. “Fire at the orphanage, hurry!” She rushed to the window and looked out to see smoke billowing from the three-story brick building down the street. People were running toward the conflagration. She wished she could help, too, but she turned back to the switchboard as it lit up with several lights. Moments later she heard the shriek of the fire truck as it careened past.

She answered the calls one by one, but most were people checking to make sure she knew about the fire. The morning sped by. She relayed a message out to the North house and managed to chat a few moments with her best friend, Addie North. One call was Mrs. Winston asking the time, and Katie realized it was after one o’clock. At the next lull, she removed her sandwich from the waxed paper and munched it while she watched the board.

The light for Foster’s Sawmill came on. She plugged in. “Operator.”

Bart Foster’s deep voice filled her ears. “I’d recognize that voice anywhere.”

Katie pressed the palm of her hand to her chest where her heart galloped. “Mr. Foster, I’m sorry I missed your call last night.”

“I had a most rewarding chat with your father,” he said, a smile in his voice. “Did he tell you?”

Her pulse thundered in her ears. “He did not.”

“Excellent. I wish to tell you of our conversation myself. Might I call tonight?”

“Of course.” She wasn’t often so tongue-tied. All her dreams of respectability lay within her grasp. From the corner of her eye, she saw her boss step into the small room. “I won’t be home until after seven. Will that be too late?”

“Of course not. I shall call at seven thirty.”

“I look forward to it. Did you wish to place a call?”

“Someone must be there since you are not quite yourself.” The amusement in his voice deepened. “Connect me with your father’s haberdashery, please. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Of course.” She connected the cord to the shop then turned to face Mr. Daniels.

“I just stopped by to commend you on the way you handled the fire call, Miss Russell. You kept your head about you in a most admirable fashion.”

She stood to face him. “The children? Are they all out safely?”

He nodded. “I just came from the site. The building is a total loss, but everyone is safe, thanks to your quick call to the fire department that I was told about. Well done. I’d like you to consider more hours.

You’re the best operator I have. People like you, and you’re most efficient.”

She couldn’t stop the smile that sprang to her lips. “Thank you, sir.

I’m honored. I love my job.”

“Then you’ll increase your hours? I’d like you to work six days a week.”

She realized the plum that had been thrown into her lap. These were tough times, and jobs for women were scarce. But her parents— especially in light of Bart’s courting—would be less than pleased.

“Katie?”

“I would like nothing better, Mr. Daniels, but I fear I’m going to have to cut my hours instead. Nell will be delighted with the extra work.”



Will Jesperson brushed off his hands and surveyed the gleaming glass on the Fresnel lens in the light tower. Whether he’d done it properly was up for debate, but he liked the way the sun glinted through the lens and lit the floor of the tower. He glanced outside again. He’d found it hard to keep working when he would rather study the clouds and the waves from this vantage point.

Beautiful place, this rocky northern California shoreline. He still couldn’t believe he had landed such a perfect job. Instead of pursuing his hobby once a week, he could do it every day. There were weather balloons in the shed just waiting to be used. He eyed the rolling clouds overhead and held up a finger. The wind was coming from the north. Was that common here? He’d have the time and equipment to find out.

He stepped outside and leaned against the railing. The beauty of the rolling sea transfixed him. Whitecaps boiled on the rocks poking up from the water at the mouth of the bay. Seeing them reminded him of his grave duties here: to save lives and warn ships of the dangers lurking just below the surface of the sea. Squaring his shoulders, he told himself he would keep the light shining bright—both here at the lighthouse and in his personal life. God had blessed him with this position, and he would do his best to honor him with his work.

He removed his pocket watch, glanced at the time, and then stared back out to sea when he heard a man yell. Were those shouts of alarm? Through the binoculars he saw a ship moving past the bay’s opening. A puff of smoke came from a smaller boat trailing it—gunfire? The small craft caught up to the ship, and several men clambered up the mast.

Pirates. Will pressed against the railing and strained to see when he heard more shots across the water. Additional men poured onto the ship and were already turning it back toward the open ocean. He had to do something. Turning on his heel, he rushed toward the spiral staircase. The metal shook and clanged under his feet as he raced down the steps. He leaped out the door and ran down the hillside to the dinghy beached on the sand.

The pirates shoved men overboard, and he heard cries of pain. He clenched empty fists. No weapon. Still, he might be able to save some of the men thrown overboard. Shoving the boat into the water, he put his back into rowing, but the tide was coming in and the waves fought him at every stroke.

He paused to get his bearings and realized the ship was moving away. The smaller boat, attached by a rope, bobbed after it. Something whizzed by his head and he ducked instinctively. A hole appeared in the side of the boat behind him. The pirates were firing on him. His hands dropped from the oars when he saw several bodies bobbing in the whitecaps. Men were already drowned.

The wind billowed the sails and he knew he had no chance of intercepting the ship. But he could save the men that he could reach, then inform the authorities of what he’d seen. He grasped the oars and rowed for all he was worth.



At 3:03 a light came on and Katie answered. “Number, please.” The caller, a man whose voice she didn’t recognize, sounded breathless.

“Is this the operator?”

She detected agitation in his tone. “It is. Is something wrong?”

“Pirates,” he said in a clipped voice. “Just off the lighthouse. They shot some sailors and dumped others overboard.”

She sprang to her feet. “I’ll contact the constable. Do you need further assistance?”

“I need a doctor at the lighthouse. I’ve got two injured men. The rest are—dead. I couldn’t get their bodies into the boat, but they’re washing up onshore now.” His taut voice broke. “I had to leave the men on the shore to get to a phone, but I’m heading back there now.

Tell the doctor to hurry.”

“Right away,” she promised. She disconnected the call and rang the doctor first. Saving life was paramount. The constable would be too late to do much about the pirates. With both calls dispatched, she forced herself to sit back down, though her muscles twitched with the need for activity. She reminded herself she’d done all she could.

The switchboard lit again. “Operator,” she said, eyeing the light.

The call originated from the bank.

“R-10, please.”

She plugged in the other end of the cord to ring the Cook residence.

Instead, she heard Eliza Bulmer pick up the phone on the other end. “I’m sorry, Eliza, we seem to have a switched link somewhere. Would you hang on until I can get through to the Cooks?” Katie asked.

“Of course, honey,” Eliza said. “I just picked up my wedding dress, and I’m trying it on. So if I don’t say much, you’ll know why.”

“You’re getting married? I hadn’t heard. Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” Eliza’s voice held a lilt.

“Just leave the earpiece dangling, if you please.”

“I can do that.”

There was a thunk in Katie’s ear, and she knew Eliza had dropped the earpiece. Katie waited to see if the ring would be answered at the Cook residence but there was only a long pause. “There’s no answer, Eliza. You can hang up,” she said.

The other woman did not reply. If the phone were left off the hook, it would go dead. Katie started to raise her voice, but she heard a man’s voice.

“You said you had something to tell me. What is it? I need to get home.”

The voice was familiar, but Katie couldn’t quite place it. It was too muffled.

“Honey, thank you for coming so quickly,” Eliza said.

Though Eliza’s voice was faint, Katie thought she detected a tremble in it. This is none of my business, she thought. I should hang up. But she held her breath and listened anyway.

“Would you like tea?” Eliza asked.

“No, Eliza, I don’t want tea. What are you doing in that getup? I want to know what was so all-fired important that you called me at work—something I’ve expressly forbidden you to do.”

Katie’s stomach lurched as she tried to place the voice. Identification hovered at the edge of her mind. Who is that?

“Very well. I shall just blurt it out then. I’m out of money and I must have some to care for my daughter. I need money today or . . .”

“I won’t be blackmailed,” the man snapped.

A wave of heat swept Katie’s face. She heard a door slam, then weeping from Eliza. She wanted to comfort the sobbing young woman.

Numb, Katie sat listening to the sobs on the line.

The door slammed again. “Who’s there?” Eliza asked in a quavering voice. She gasped, then uttered a noise between a squeak and a cry.

Katie heard a thud, and then the door slammed again. “Eliza?” she whispered. A hiss, like air escaping from a tire, came to her ears. “Are you all right?”

Only silence answered her.

She jerked the cord from the switchboard and broke the connection. Unease twisted her belly. She’d already dispatched the constable to the lighthouse. But what if Eliza was in trouble? Her fingers trembled so much she had trouble slipping the jack back into the switchboard. She muffled her mouthpiece with her hand and asked Nell to come back early. She had to make sure Eliza was all right.



TWO 

WILL WATCHED THE physician minister to the two men on the parlor floor. “Will they live?”

The doctor nodded. “The bullets missed anything vital, but they lost a lot of blood. This fellow has a concussion.” He indicated the younger man, who was still unconscious. “He nearly drowned, but I think he’ll be all right.”

The older man groaned and rolled over before vomiting seawater onto the carpet. Will rushed for a cloth and mopped up the mess. Poor fellow. He glanced out the window and saw the constable walking toward the lighthouse. “Excuse me a moment, Doctor.”

The lawman was on the porch by the time Will exited the house. “Find anything?” Will asked.

Constable Brown shook his head. “No sign of the pirates. Before I came out I called the towns up and down the coast and told them to be on the lookout for the ship. So far, five bodies have washed ashore here. Terrible thing.” He nodded toward the door. “Are these men able to answer questions?”

Will shook his head. “They’re still barely conscious.”

“I’ll check in on them at the hospital tomorrow. Now tell me exactly what you saw.”

Will relayed his first sight of the pursuing pirates and the actions he’d taken. “It sailed off to the north,” he said.

“There’s been no piracy in these waters for years. Odd. They were too far away to identify any of them?”

“Much too far.”

“Pity.” The constable turned to go back to his buggy. “Let me know if you remember anything else.”

“Of course.” Will watched him whip his horse into a trot, then noticed a figure walking along the water. He was almost upon the lighthouse. Was that Philip? The man waved and Will waved back then strode down to greet his brother.

They met at the base of the cliff to the beach. Will enveloped him in a hug and pulled back when he smelled whiskey on his breath. He quickly hid his dismay. “You’re the last man I expected to see today.

What are you doing here?”

“Can’t I just show up to make sure my big brother is settling well into his new job?” Philip asked, returning the hug, but Will could feel him peering over his shoulder, trying to get a look inside. He was a younger version of Will, right down to the dark curls and even deeper brown eyes, but his build was like their father’s while Will was taller and leaner.

Will studied him. His brown tweed suit must have come from Macy’s. His raven hair fell over his forehead from under his hat.

When had he turned into such a dandy? Will had tried to raise him right, but the lad’s course was far from the one Will would have chosen for him. Becoming a private eye. Their father would roll over in his grave.

Philip started for the lighthouse. “I’m famished. Anything to eat in this place?”

Will pressed his lips together, and his arms dropped to his side.

He fell into step with his brother. “I have a pot of soup on. It should be ready.” He knew better than to ask again why Philip was here.

The man never revealed anything until he was ready.

Philip’s expression turned sulky, and he stared up at the lighthouse.

“When you said you were taking this post, I thought you quite crazy.

Now I’m sure of it. There’s nothing out here.”

“I like it that way.”

Philip rolled his eyes. “You’ll never make a decent living doing this. Join me in my business. You’re observant and astute. You’d be an asset.”

“No thanks. I’ll be able to study the weather without distraction.”

Two horses pulling the ambulance stopped in the road by the lighthouse. Philip stared as two orderlies ran toward the lighthouse. “You rescued the injured sailors?”

Will stopped and turned toward his brother. “You know about this already?”

Philip shrugged. “There was another boat taken about a month ago just north of here. The owner retained me two days ago. He received a tip from a woman here that another ship was in jeopardy. I was heading this way, but see I was too late. Did you watch it happen?”

Trust Philip to be in the right place at the right time. Will finally nodded. “Yes, but I’ve already told the constable all I know.”

Philip’s smile was ingratiating. “So, tell your brother too. Recognize anyone?”

“No. They were too far away. I managed to rescue two sailors they threw overboard, but that was all.” He stopped as the orderlies came out with a stretcher. They slid the injured man into the back of the ambulance, then went back for the other one.

Philip started toward the ambulance, and Will grabbed his arm. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“To question the witness.”

Will restrained him. “You will not. Both those men are too befuddled to talk to you anyway. Let them be.”

Philip tried to shake off Will’s arm, but Will held fast. “You will not take advantage of my position.”

“This has nothing to do with you,” Philip said, raising his voice. His face reddened. “I’m just doing my job.”

Will continued to block his brother. “You can do it tomorrow.”

The orderlies appeared with the other man, and Will restrained Philip until the ambulance clattered away with the doctor’s buggy trailing behind. “Come inside and eat.”

“I want you to take me seriously,” Philip said, his voice rising nearly to a shout. “This is my chance to launch my career in the right way.

When I get enough money, I can buy my own boat, have a nice house.”

“Philip, you have better talents than to spend your life this way.

Digging into the lives of criminals. Consorting with unsavory people.

It’s time to grow up. You’re twenty-two. There’s still time to go back to school. Papa wanted more for you than this.”

Philip waved his hand. “He wanted me to be an engineer. There’s not enough money in that. This is the way to make something of myself. You’re doing what you want. Why shouldn’t I?” He cast a sly glance Will’s way. “I suspect the idea of some solitude to study the coastal weather played a part in your decision to put in for this job.”

There was no getting through to his brother. Will shrugged. “I might manage to put a balloon or two into the atmosphere in my spare time.”

Philip turned to look at the whitecaps rolling in on the tops of the blue waves. “Pretty place to do it.”

Will nodded toward the lighthouse. “You want to see inside?”

“What’s to see? It’s just a lighthouse.”

Will bit his tongue. Philip reluctantly followed him to the sentinel on the cliff. The sound of the waves was a soothing murmur. Seagulls cawed overhead and dived toward the flotsam of seaweed the white foam left behind on the sand. In a few hours he would attempt to light the lens and get that foghorn going.

“I don’t know anything about maintaining a lighthouse,” Will said. He gestured to a wooden bench at the cliff ’s edge. “I’ve arranged for a day’s instruction though. He’ll be here tomorrow.”

“I still can’t believe you put in for this. What’s even more miraculous is that you got it with no experience.”

Will sat on the bench. “The man who interviewed me was intrigued with what I knew about weather and tides. I believe he thought the knowledge might help me here.”

Philip joined him on the bench. “Indeed. So, Will, what did you see?”

He wouldn’t rest until he heard Will’s story. Might as well tell him now. Will pointed to the right of their position, out past a point that jutted into the bay. “The ship was taken right out there.”

“It was for the gold onboard,” Philip said.

Will glanced at him. “How much was it worth?”

“Two hundred thousand dollars.”

He whistled. “It would be heavy then. They’d need buckboards to transport it when they’re ready to take it off the ship.”

Philip nodded. “Or a team of pack animals. So someone here probably had the conveyances ready and waiting to off-load it. Is there any way to a main road without going through town?”

Will shrugged. “I just got here myself. I have no idea of the lay of the land yet.” He glanced at his brother. “What of this female informant?”

Philip hesitated. “I don’t think she’ll talk to me. I hoped you might speak with her.”

Will frowned. “I don’t understand. You know her personally?”

His brother turned his face toward the sea. “I’ve met her.”

Will struggled to keep the exasperation from his voice. “When? How?”

His brother hunched his shoulders but didn’t turn to face him. “We had a fling for a while, okay? It’s none of your business.”

Will’s fingers curled into his palms, and he struggled to keep his voice even. “You’re forcing me to make it my business.” The lad was never going to grow up. And why should he when Will was always there?

Philip turned a pleading gaze on Will. “You surely want to see those butchers brought to justice.”

Will’s protest died on his lips. He did want to catch the barbarians who had done this. “What do you want me to do?”

“Just go see a woman by the name of Eliza Bulmer. Tell her you’re investigating the taking of the ship and heard she might know something of it. See what she tells you. Ask her what she knows of Albert Russell. She mentioned the man’s involvement.”

“Very well. But that’s as far as I’m prepared to go. I need to focus on learning how to run this lighthouse.”

“Good luck, Will,” Philip said, rising from the bench. His gaze was already on the boat down at the wharf. “Call me in a day or two and let me know how it’s going.”

“You’re leaving?”

“I have some other avenues to investigate. I’ll be in touch.”

Will watched his brother jog down the hill then over to the beach.

He stood there until Philip reached the distant quay and mingled with other figures. He turned and stared at the lighthouse, then back at his bicycle.

He’d ride to town and find this Eliza Bulmer.



THREE

BY THE TIME Nell arrived, it was already nearly time for Katie to get off work. Maybe she’d overreacted to what she’d heard. Eliza might have left the house—that’s why there had been only silence on the telephone. Katie turned over her headset and exited the building into the last of the day’s rays. Addie North was waiting outside for her. The two had been best friends since Addie moved to town a year ago. That friendship had continued even after Addie married John North. They had fallen in love when Addie took a post as governess to his son Edward.

“Something has happened,” Katie told her. “Do you mind delaying our dinner for a few minutes?”

Addie’s gleaming auburn hair was on her shoulders, though she wore a chapeau. Her green eyes glowed with enthusiasm. “I’m at your disposal for the evening. Is something wrong?”

As she strapped on her skates, Katie told her friend what she had overheard. “I’m sure she’s fine, but I want to check on her to ease my mind.”

Addie skated alongside Katie. “I would call John to accompany us, but he’s outside with Edward. Since we leave tomorrow, he wanted to tire the boy so he’s not a whirling dervish onboard the ship.”

“I simply want to check on Eliza.” She glanced up at her friend. “How is your mother?”

“Driving everyone crazy. Even a badly sprained arm isn’t enough to keep her from wanting to putter in the garden.”

“Perhaps I can stop in and keep her company for tea one day this week.”

“She’d like that.”

Out on the sidewalk, Katie paused to let pass the seamstresses hurrying home from the garment factory across the street. Church bells pealed out the time. The scent of bread wafted from the open door of the bakery. “I’m quite sure I’m overreacting.” She smiled. “We’ll check on Eliza, then go to dinner.”

The quickest way to Eliza’s house would be down the alley behind the drugstore and over to Ocean Boulevard. When the way cleared, they skated across the street. Lifting her skirts free of the mud puddles from the afternoon rain, she skated down the alley to exit on Redwood Boulevard with Addie on her heels. The houses here were more modest than Katie’s home by the sea. Most were single story and the paint was peeling away from the corbels and gingerbread.

Two women eyed them as they moved toward the Bulmer house. The kohl on the women’s eyes and the smears of red on their lips proclaimed their occupation.

Katie slowed, admitting to herself why she normally avoided this part of town. No one, not even her best friend, knew this part of her history . . . but that wasn’t why she was here. She was here to check on Eliza. Eliza, she said firmly to herself.

But as they skated on rough brick sidewalks toward Eliza’s, Katie slowed. The house was on the corner, the last one before Cannery Row. The modest five-room home with only a covered stoop out front turned its curtained windows as a blank face toward the street.

It was in better shape than most.

Katie eyed the seemingly empty building. No shadow of the woman who bore her lingered in the house next to Eliza’s. If she walked inside, she wouldn’t smell lily of the valley or catch a glimpse of her skirt swishing around the corner. Wherever Florence Muller had landed, she’d never be back here again.

Addie’s breath came fast as she kneeled to remove her skates. “What’s wrong?” She glanced from Katie to the house.

“Just assessing what to do.” Despite her brave words, Katie’s limbs still refused to carry her across the street. Florence had been gone from this place for many years. She drew in a breath. “Let’s go.” She walked briskly to the front door and rang the bell. The bell rang inside, but she heard no steps coming to the door.

“See if it’s locked,” Addie suggested.

Katie tried the knob, but the door wouldn’t open. “Locked.” She listened and thought she heard a faint cry from inside. “Did you hear something?”

Addie shook her head. “You’re still concerned, aren’t you?”

“I think we need to make sure Eliza’s all right. Let’s get the constable.”

“We could call from a neighbor’s,” Addie suggested. She pointed to the house next door.

Florence’s old house. “Not there,” Katie said, turning the other direction. She hurried to the dilapidated house around the corner. There was no doorbell, so she rapped on the peeling paint of the door. When a man with a grizzled chin opened the door, she drew back.

“Whatcha want?” he demanded.

“Could you place a call to the constable and ask him to meet Katie Russell next door?” She pointed to the Bulmer residence.

“What’s Eliza done now?” the man asked.

“I’m concerned for her safety,” Katie said.

He shrugged. “She always lands on her feet.”

“If you’d be so kind,” Katie said. “Tell the constable we’ll await his appearance at Eliza’s front door.”

“I don’t have a telephone.” He shut the door in her face.

“Let’s go back,” she told Addie. They traipsed back to the Bulmer house. Katie tried ringing the bell again and got the same response of silence.

“Maybe she had to go out,” Addie said.

“Maybe.”

“But you won’t be content until you know for sure,” Addie went on with a smile. “That’s so like you, Katie. Always trying to fix things.”

Katie smiled. “It’s a curse.” She knocked again. Nothing. She sighed.

“Let’s get the constable.”

With the skates dangling from their hands, the women walked along the street back toward downtown. The constable was in his office, but he wore a harried expression. A strong odor of smoke filled the room. Constable Brown was a slender man. He wore a badge on the lapel of his tan suit.

He nodded at the women. “Miss Katie, Mrs. Addie. What brings you here at the dinner hour?”

Katie told him about the call she’d overheard. His brown eyes sharpened as he listened. “I tried ringing the bell but no one came to the door. I—I thought I heard something from inside. A cry.”

Brown rose and reached for his bowler. “We’ll check it out.” He opened the door for the women, and they went to his buggy.

There was just barely room for the three of them. Though Katie prayed Eliza was all right, she realized she would look very foolish if the constable broke in and nothing was wrong. But what if she was right?

The buggy stopped in front of the Bulmer house. A bicycle leaned against the side of the house, and the door stood ajar.

“I thought you said the door was locked,” the constable said.

“It was.” Katie scrambled down from the buggy without waiting for the constable’s assistance. She rushed toward the door, but he called her back.

“I will go first, if you please, Miss Katie.” He strode past her and entered the house with the women on his heels. He tucked his nightstick under his arm and doffed his hat.

Katie peeked past his shoulder as they stepped into the entry. The stench of mothballs hung in the air. Maybe Eliza had been packing away clothing. She said she was trying on a wedding gown . . . Pausing, she listened. She and Addie exchanged a glance. A faint sound came to her ears. There. “Down the hall,” she said. Lifting her skirts from the scarred floors, she darted past the constable. The pocket door to the parlor stood open by two feet. She peeked inside.

A man stood with his back to them, looking down at a baby girl lying on the sofa. Katie guessed the child to be about a year old. Brown locks curled around her pudgy cheeks. She was just waking up and was making the nonsense sounds Katie had heard.

The little girl sat up. “Ma-ma?” she asked, glancing around the room. The child didn’t seem to be afraid of the man. Katie tore her gaze from the child and realized there was no sign of Eliza. There was also no phone in this room, so the scuffle she overheard did not happen here.

She backed out of the room and held her finger to her mouth. The constable scowled, then shrugged and said nothing to the man. She motioned to the constable and Addie, and they stepped past the open parlor door and across the hall. The hinges creaked as she pushed another door open and stepped into the kitchen.

She spied the telephone on the wall. “The scuffle had to have occurred here,” she whispered. Addie nodded. Katie saw only a wood-burning cookstove and a dry sink filled with dirty dishes.

“Why did you not wish me to confront the man?” the constable asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

“I wanted to see if Eliza was all right before you questioned him,” she said. “I saw there was no phone in the parlor. She was in this room when I spoke with her last.” She stepped deeper into the room. It was empty. No Eliza, no body. A chair lay on its side though, an ominous witness to the struggle she’d overheard. “Eliza?” she whispered. “Are you here?”

“I shall check out back then speak with the man in the parlor.” The constable brushed past her to the back door. He opened it and stepped onto the stoop. Katie heard a sound behind her and whirled to see the man standing in the doorway with the baby in his arms. A spreading stain on his shirtsleeve and the stench of urine told her the condition of the diaper resting on his forearm.

The baby rubbed her dark eyes and whined. “Dada,” she said.

Katie stared at the man. He had dark eyes. Maybe he was this child’s father. “Who are you?” she demanded.

He stepped closer. “I came in when you didn’t answer the door.

Your child needs attention.” He clutched the baby around the waist and held her out to Katie.

She eyed him with suspicion. He had to know she wasn’t the baby’s mother. “Where’s Eliza?”

His dark brows winged up. “Aren’t you Eliza Bulmer?”

She tried to place his accent. Pennsylvania? The East Coast? She guessed his age to be early thirties. He wasn’t the manner of man who normally drew her attention since she preferred blond hair and blue eyes, but she had to admit he was attractive. She was close enough to see the golden flecks in his dark eyes.

“I’m not Eliza, as you well know.” She nodded to the baby. “She called you daddy.”

His eyes widened. “I just found her in the parlor. I’ve never seen her before.”

The baby clutched at him and chattered “dada, dada,” as if to contradict him. He colored and frowned. Urine dripped from the diaper to the linoleum.

“Oh dear, she’s quite soaked,” Addie said.

“So is my shirt,” he said.

Katie backed away from him. The kitchen seemed too small and close with his bulk filling it. “Give me the baby,” she said, holding out her arms.

He handed over the child. “I was trying to do that, but you didn’t seem to want her.”

She wrinkled her nose at the strong odor. “Where are her diapers?”

He shrugged. “How would I know?”

So he was still going to lie. “I think we should fetch the constable. He’s out back. Eliza seems to be missing.”

“I agree. It’s odd she left the child alone.”

“I’ll get him,” Addie said. She stepped out the back door and spoke with the constable. He turned and glanced at the man standing in the kitchen then followed Addie inside.

Katie stared at the man, who returned the favor. His perusal caused her to shift from one foot to the other. “I shall seek a diaper for her while you explain your presence to the constable,” she said, reaching for the baby then motioning for Addie to follow.

“I don’t trust that man,” Addie whispered on the way up the steps.

“Neither do I.” Katie found the baby’s room at the top of the steps on the right. The room smelled of stale urine. The diapers were in a battered dresser. She snatched a square cloth and a fresh gown then found the bathroom. The little girl popped her thumb in her mouth and regarded Katie with solemn dark brown eyes. As far as Katie was concerned, the eyes told the story. That and the “dada” the little girl had babbled. Katie removed the soggy clothes then washed the baby’s red bottom.

“She really needs a full bath,” she told Addie. Katie placed the fresh diaper under the wiggling baby then struggled with the pins.

“Here, let me help you,” Addie said. She knelt beside them on the rug and managed to pin the diaper in place. It sagged a bit, but at least the little one was clean and dry once Katie slipped on the pink gown.

“I heard something,” Addie said softly. “I think the men are outside.”

Katie nodded and moved to the door. When she unlocked it and stepped back into the hall, she found the stranger leaning against the wall with his arms folded across his chest. She caught a glimpse of the constable’s back as he disappeared into a room down the hall.

“The constable is searching the house,” he told her.

She handed the baby to him. “Here’s your daughter,” she said.

His arms went around the child when she thrust her against his chest. “I told you she’s not mine.”

“And I don’t believe you. Where is Eliza?”

“I just got here. I checked the other rooms but there’s no one here.”

Katie brushed past him and peered into the other two rooms.

They were empty as he said. She found the constable in the third one.

“Nothing?” she asked.

Brown shook his head. “Her belongings all seem to be here. I know Eliza. She was trying to break out of the barmaid profession so her daughter wouldn’t be ashamed of her when she grew up. She’d been hired as a maid. But she’d never leave Jennie alone.” He followed Katie to the hall where Addie stood with the man.

The baby whined and struggled to reach for Katie but she tried to ignore the plaintive sounds. “I think I could use a cup of tea. I’m sure the baby must be hungry.”

The man’s dark eyes looked her over. “Look, Miss . . .”

“Russell,” she said. “Katie Russell. This is my friend, Addie North.

You’re new in town.” He nodded. Since he wasn’t offering any information, Katie glanced at the constable. The baby’s wails intensified, so she finally took her. The little girl plunked her head on Katie’s shoulder.

The dark-eyed man hesitated but didn’t drop his gaze. “I’m Will Jesperson. I’m the new lightkeeper.”

“It’s been unmanned for two months,” Brown told Katie. “It’s about time we got a new keeper. I met Mr. Jesperson earlier. Which doesn’t explain why you’re here now, Mr. Jesperson.”

The lightkeeper glanced away. “My brother asked me to call on Miss Bulmer.”

“And you came in without an invitation?” Brown asked.

“I heard the baby crying.”

Katie studied his neat vest and smart hat, tucked under his arm. Most lightkeepers she’d seen dressed more casually. His hair was a mass of closely cropped curls.

He glanced at Katie. “You mentioned tea. Perhaps we could all use a cup.”

She led the way down the steps to the entry then back to the kitchen. The constable continued to ask the man questions, but she couldn’t hear well enough to determine the words. Addie stepped past her and pumped water into a pan and put it on the stove. Mr. Jesperson glanced around the room then righted the toppled chair. He knew more than he was saying about Eliza’s disappearance—she could see it in how he averted his eyes. She jiggled the restless baby in her arms and watched Addie wash some cups.

“I’ll make some toast for the baby. I would imagine she’s hungry,” Addie said.

“I’ll help you,” Katie said. She passed the baby back to Mr. Jesperson and began to search through the cupboards. Addie had the tea and cut-up toast for the baby ready when the kettle whistled. When Katie carried the steaming cups of tea to the table, she found the tot situated on his knee.

The baby reached for the toast and stuffed a piece in her mouth.

The tea sloshed into the saucer when Katie plunked it in front of Will. “She’s much too comfortable with you for you to be a stranger to her.”

“I just laid eyes on her for the first time today.”

“I agree with Katie,” Brown said. “I would like to hear more of why your brother asked you to call on Eliza.”

He dropped his gaze. “She’s, ah, a friend of my brother’s. He wanted me to meet her.”

“I don’t believe you,” Katie said before Brown could answer. The constable frowned and shook his head.

“What are you doing here?” Jesperson asked.

She pulled out a chair and sank onto it. “Looking for Eliza.” Addie sipped her tea beside her and watched with wide eyes.

“There is something more going on here. Exactly what do you suspect me of?”

“We find you with a baby you claim never to have seen and the mother is nowhere to be found. Anyone would be suspicious.”

“You never answered me,” he said, staring at Katie. “Why are you here? Are you a friend of Miss Bulmer’s?”

She took a sip of tea to avoid answering. Her gaze fell on the telephone. “I came to check out the phone. There was a call I tried to make today that came here accidentally. I’m an operator at Central.”

He sighed and rubbed his temple. “Right now, what I want most is to find out where Miss Bulmer is and give her back this baby.”

Katie stared at Jesperson. He wasn’t telling her the truth.



FOUR

WILL SHIFTED THE baby in his arms and studied the face of the young woman across from him. Though the brim of her wide hat shaded her face, there was no mistaking the suspicion in her eyes and in the face of her companion. The constable, too, though he hid it better than the women. One glance into the child’s eyes had made him wonder if she could be his niece. Philip had admitted to a relationship with the child’s mother. This was the last thing Will needed.

And what of the young operator’s last name? Russell. Philip had mentioned an Albert Russell. Could there be a connection and that was why she was so interested in finding Miss Bulmer?

“Have you any notion of where we might find Miss Bulmer?” he asked. “And for what reason she might have left this child alone?”

Miss Russell picked up her cup of tea then put it back on the table without meeting his gaze. “I don’t know.”

There was more going on here than Miss Russell admitted.

Will glanced at the baby, who was playing with his watch chain. “Strangely enough, this child seems content to be cared for by strangers.”

“Miss Eliza often leaves her in the care of neighbors or friends.” The constable’s voice was heavy with disapproval. He eyed Katie. “Let’s go over what you overheard again.”

Miss Russell clasped her hands in front of her, glanced at Will as if she was reluctant to share, and then plunged into her story. “I was on the phone with Eliza and heard what sounded like a scuffle. A man came in and they argued. The man’s voice was muffled but something about it was familiar.”

“Familiar?” the constable asked.

She shook her head. “I just can’t place it.” She looked up at him.

“Eliza never came back to the phone.”

So that was why she’d come. He lifted an eyebrow in her direction.

To her credit, at least she flushed, aware that she’d been less than forthcoming. But as he studied Miss Russell’s face, he knew she still wasn’t telling them everything.

Constable Brown glanced at Will. “And you, sir? What did you see when you arrived on the premises?”

“The door was locked,” Miss Russell said.

Will’s neck burned. “I, ah, picked the lock.”

The constable looked him over, and Will heard Miss Russell gasp.

“I heard the baby crying, and when no one answered, I managed to jiggle the lock. She was soaked and hungry. And very much alone.”

“Very disquieting,” Brown said, frowning at him and then out the window. “I’ll see if Miss Eliza has gone back to her old haunts.”

“Old haunts?” Will asked.

Brown shrugged. “She plied her trade at the taverns, but in the last couple of months she had been working in a respectable job.”

Will gulped and glanced at the baby, who had fallen asleep with her round cheek against his shoulder. He suspected little Jennie might be his brother’s child, and this new piece of information about Eliza’s morals made him suspect it all the more. “What about this baby?

What will you do with her?”

“I would have taken her to the orphanage but it caught fire this afternoon,” Brown said. He sighed and lifted a brow. “It’s been quite a day.”

Will winced. “Was anyone injured?”

Brown shook his head. “The volunteer fire department reacted very quickly and everyone escaped injury.”

“Thank the Lord,” Miss Russell murmured. She glanced at the baby on Will’s shoulder.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do about the child,” the constable said. “The director of the orphanage is out of town, and we are having difficulty placing the children in temporary homes.”

Those eyes. So like Philip’s. This baby was likely his responsibility. His grip tightened on the child. “I’ll take her,” Will said at the same time as Miss Russell.

He wished he could recall the words. What was he thinking? Since he was new to town, finding a woman to care for the baby might be difficult.

Miss Russell batted a strand of hair that had come loose from its pins. “What do you know about caring for a child?” Her tone held a challenge.

The baby smelled sour again. Miss Russell was right. What did he know? Still, he wasn’t a man to back away from duty. “Not much. But I can learn.”

“Why would you want to care for a baby?” the constable asked.

Will let out a sigh. “She might be my niece.”

The constable squinted and took in Will’s face. “Your niece, you say? And might your brother have something to do with Miss Bulmer’s disappearance?”

“Of course not! Philip has been in the city.” Will clamped his mouth shut short of revealing his brother had been in town today. Surely Philip had nothing to do with this situation.

“I don’t think a man is the right person to care for a baby girl,” Miss Russell said. “I doubt you have any idea how to change a diaper.”

He lifted a brow. “How hard can it be?”

“Do you know anything at all about what a baby eats? When she’ll need to nap?”

“Do you?” he shot back. They glared at one another, and he realized she wasn’t backing down. She was a busybody. Will had seen them before. Spinster women who had nothing else to do but interfere in other folks’ business. “Why do you want the baby?”

Color rushed to her cheeks. “She needs a place to stay until her mother comes back. You’re a stranger to all of us. For all we know, you did away with Eliza then came back for the baby.”

The constable took a toothpick from his pocket and stuck it in his mouth. He fixed Will with a stare. “That so, Mr. Jesperson? I must admit you seem to show up wherever there’s trouble. You saw the problem with the ship earlier, then you show up here.”

“I have never met Miss Bulmer. I came to see her at the request of my brother.”

“For what purpose?” Brown asked.

Will suppressed a sigh. He was going to have to tell them everything. “My brother is a private eye. He has been retained to investigate the piracies that have occurred in the past couple of months. When the owner of the Paradox spoke with him, he said Miss Bulmer had called with information. My brother asked me to speak with her since she might not be inclined to discuss anything with him, given their past relationship.”

The constable’s lips tightened. “I won’t have him interfering in my investigation. I’m in charge in Mercy Falls.”

“He isn’t even here. He’s back in the city.”

“Have him stop by my office when he comes to town,” Brown said.

“What about the baby?” Miss Russell asked.

Brown took another chew on his toothpick. “Sorry, Miss Katie, but he seems to have a claim to Jennie. If he’s a relative, it’s his right to care for her.”

Her cheeks turned even redder. “But you don’t even know if he’s telling the truth! For all we know, he could be a kidnapper. Or worse!

We found him here with Eliza gone. Surely that is disquieting, to say the least.”

“If it will calm your fears, I can prove I’m the lightkeeper.” Will passed the baby over to her then dug his posting duties out of his pocket. He handed the paper to the constable, who skimmed it and handed it back.

“He’s got all the right credentials, Miss Katie,” Brown said.

“That still doesn’t prove he’s her uncle!”

“Look at her, Miss Katie.” The constable gestured to the baby in her arms. “Don’t you see a family resemblance?” He fixed a stare on the lightkeeper. “I’m assigning temporary guardianship to you, and if your brother cares to, he can apply for permanent custody as her father if Eliza doesn’t turn up.”

Shaking her head, Miss Russell pressed her lips together, then her head came up and she stepped toward the door. “If there’s anything I can do to help with the baby, please do let me know. Just toggle the phone for Central and ask for me.”

Will watched her and her friend move toward the door with the constable on their heels. He tried to quell the rising panic. She was right. He didn’t have the foggiest notion of how to care for a baby. “Wait,” he said. “If you could help me figure out what to take to the lighthouse for the baby, I’d be grateful.”

She stared at him a moment and then turned toward the stairs. “Let’s see what we can find, shall we?”

Will followed Miss Russell’s swaying skirt up the steps and prayed he hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of his life.

h

Katie found a small bag in the closet and began to pack some of the tiny gowns she found in a chifforobe. Mr. Jesperson set the baby on the floor and moved to join her. “Let me make it clear I don’t trust you,” she told him. “Not one bit. Who is going to care for her? You’ll have duties to attend to.” When he didn’t answer her but continued to layer the suitcase with clothing, she wanted to throw something.

The new lightkeeper glanced at the sleeping baby on the floor.

“What did you hear on the telephone that made you rush here?”

The impersonal tone in his voice reminded her of the constable’s.

Dispassionate, analytical. “Who is going to care for that baby?” she asked, ignoring his question. “She needs a bath. The urine will irritate her skin. And she might still be nursing. What will you feed her?

She can’t live on toast.”

To her relief, a touch of uncertainty twisted his mouth and he abandoned his persistent questions. “Perhaps you could give me some advice. I’ve never cared for a baby before.”

“Then why did you insist on taking responsibility?” she asked.

He lifted a brow. “You want to believe it’s because I did away with Miss Bulmer, but nothing could be further from the truth, Miss Russell.

My brother admitted to a relationship with the woman just this afternoon. Then I arrived here and actually saw the child. She favors my brother a great deal.”

“I want to believe you,” she said. “Otherwise, I don’t know how I can stand back and let you take this darling child.”

“I don’t see how it’s your choice. The constable has already made his decision.”

She bristled at the finality of his tone, even though what he said was quite true. “I shall draw a bath for Jennie in the kitchen sink. You can finish the packing.”

“I thought we had everything.”

“I’d suggest you poke through the kitchen and see if you can discover any pap feeders or a banana bottle. That will tell us what she’s been eating. If you find none, you will need to purchase some. Some pap too.”

The glance he cast toward the baby held doubt. “Pap feeder?

Banana bottle? What do they look like?”

She sighed. “You really are a complete neophyte at this, are you not? Take the suitcase and come along. I shall look myself.” She scooped up the little one and carried her down the steps. “Hello there, sweet girl,” she said, smoothing the curls back from the baby’s face.

Jennie struggled and Katie put her against her shoulder. “Ma-ma?” Jennie asked.

Katie patted the baby’s back. “Mama isn’t here right now. We’re going to have a bath. Do you like your bath?” She reached the dry sink. Addie was on the telephone with her husband, John. Katie stopped the drain and pumped water into it. “Could you bring me some hot water from the stove?” she asked Will.

Mr. Jesperson grabbed the kettle of hot water and poured it into the sink. Katie tested the temp with her hand until it had cooled enough. “That’s perfect,” she said. She laid Jennie on the counter and stripped the clothes from her tiny body, then plunked her into the water. The child gasped then giggled and began to splash the water. “I shall need a towel and washcloth,” she said.

“I’ll check the bathroom upstairs.” Mr. Jesperson left the kitchen and his footsteps pounded up the stairs.

“I need to head home for a bit to calm John,” Addie said. “Edward had another seizure and is calling for me.”

“Oh, of course!” Katie said. Addie’s stepson had epilepsy, and he was especially clingy to his new mother after a seizure. She smiled good-bye at her friend and rinsed the baby. Already, the stench of urine was fading.

When she first heard the creak behind her, she assumed Mr. Jesperson had returned with the linen items. She flicked a glance behind her and saw a man in a brown tweed suit. A handkerchief covered his face like some kind of bank robber. It took a moment for her confused brain to recognize this man was smaller than Mr. Jesperson and his suit was a different color.

“Get the kid and come with me,” the man said, his voice muffled by the cloth covering most of his face. His dark eyes glittered above the red handkerchief.

Katie gasped and stepped between him and the wet baby. She seized a frying pan and whirled to face him. “Get back!” She swiped the air with the frying pan and barely missed the man’s head. His hand went to his pocket, and he withdrew a gun that appeared no bigger than a toy. Before she stopped to think, she swung the skillet again and it connected with the man’s wrist. The pistol dropped from his fingers and skittered across the floor. The baby jabbered something unintelligible behind her, and Katie glanced back just long enough to assure herself that the baby was still sitting in the water.

The man dived toward the gun, but she threw the skillet at him. It hit him in the head and knocked him to the linoleum. “Mr. Jesperson!” she screamed.

The attacker sprang to his feet and ran for the back door as Mr.

Jesperson’s footsteps pounded down the stairs. The man left the kitchen door gaping open behind him, and Jesperson skidded into the room.

He glanced toward the baby splashing in the water. “What’s wrong?”

“A man,” Katie gasped. “That way.” She pointed to the open door.

“He tried to take Jennie.”

Mr. Jesperson dashed through the door. Katie turned back to hang onto the side of the sink. Her knees were wobbly, and her hands shook now that the danger was past. The gun still lay on the linoleum. She normally tended to run rather than fight, and her reaction had surprised her.

Mr. Jesperson came back inside. “He’s gone.” He picked up the towel and washcloth he’d dropped and laid them on the counter.

“What happened? Tell me everything.”

Katie recounted everything from the moment she realized the house held an intruder. “There’s the gun,” she said, pointing it out to him. She dipped the washcloth in the cooling water and with a trembling hand, quickly finished rinsing the baby.

He stooped and picked it up. “A Derringer.”

She shuddered and rinsed the soap from Jennie’s tender skin. “It’s an evil little thing.”

He nodded. “It might be small, but it could have killed you. Are you sure he wanted the baby? What did he say?”

“He instructed me to pick up the baby and come with him.”

“He might have wanted you.”

“I’m quite certain his intent was to take her, and he wanted me to come along to care for her.” She lifted the dripping child from the water. Jennie howled until Katie wrapped her in the towel. As she turned around, she spied a pap feeder. A nice one in blue and white. “That’s what we were looking for,” she said, pointing to it.

“Looks like a gravy bowl,” he said.

“It’s not.” When the baby saw him pick it up, she began to cry and point to it. “I think she’s still hungry. Check the cupboard and see if there is any pap formula.”

“I have no idea what I’m looking for,” he said, pushing aside the blue and white gingham over the shelves.

“Look for Nestlé. That would be the most likely formula,” she said.

“I see nothing like that.”

“Is there milk in the icebox? I can make it with flour and milk.” She began to dress the baby in a white gown.

He peered into the icebox. “Yes, there’s milk.” He took it out and sniffed it. “Smells okay.”

“Here, you take her.” She thrust the baby into his arms then took the milk and measured out a pint into a pan. She added a pint of water and a tablespoon of flour and put it on the stove. When the bubbles began to roll, she stirred it and put it in the pap feeder. “I’ll feed her as soon as it cools.” She nodded toward the high chair by the table. “Make sure you take that with you.”

Jennie continued to wail and reach for her, so she took the baby from Mr. Jesperson’s awkward grip and tried to soothe her, but the baby refused to be consoled.

Her cries—the cries of a little girl, lost and abandoned—twisted Katie’s heart, bringing forth memories she wasn’t quite ready to face.
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